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goes back to the Egyptians and the builders of Babel, and
comes by way of St Simeon Stylites down to the "modern
standers-of-mast-hcads" whom he finds "but a lifeless set;
mere stone, iron, and bronze men; who, though well capable
of facing out a stiff gale, are still entirely incompetent to the
business of singing out upon discovering any strange sight/'
They are only statues of heroes. "Neither great Washington,
nor Napoleon, nor Nelson, will answer a single hail from
below, however madly invoked to befriend by their counsels
the distracted decks upon which they gaze; however it may
be surmised, that their spirits penetrate through the thick
haze of the future, and descry what shoals and what rocks
must be shunned/'

Neither the incidental embroideries nor the solid sub-
stratum of fact would alone, or both together, make Moby
Dick the masterpiece it is. The book is first of all a great story.
The plot might, in other handlings, have been simple or far-
cical. Ahab, the captain of the whaler Pcqmn?, has lost one of
his legs in an encounter with Moby Dick and has vowed to
have revenge. In the imagination of Melville, transcendental'*
ist as well as sailor and scholar, the matter becomes a tragic,
even a cosmic issue. On his own cruise he had, he hints, be-
gun to brood over symbols. "Lulled into such an opium-like
listlessncss of vacant, unconscious reverie is this absent-
minded youth by the blending cadences of waves with
thoughts, that at last he loses his identity; takes the mystic
ocean at his feet for the visible image of that deep, blue,
bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature; and every
strange, half-seen, gliding, beautiful thing that eludes him;
every dimly-discovered, uprising fin of some undisccnuble
form, seems to him the embodiment of those elusive thoughts
that only people the soul by continually flitting through it,
* . - There is no life in thee, now, except that rocking life
imparted by a gently rolling ship; by her, borrowed from the
sea; by the sea, from the inscrutable tides of God, But while